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Consider the following scenario: It is one of the biggest tennis matches of the season, and the men are playing their 
hearts out, wanting nothing more than to win. In the stands, however, a small crowd is watching court one, and 
there are a few other people scattered behind courts two and three. The player on court four has his family there to 
support him. From time to time a few fans watch court five, yet no one has wandered out to court six. While players 
do not play the same court every match, this is the typical location of spectators for each match. When the home 
team wins a point, one can hear the player’s name followed by words of encouragement. This indicates that while 
the team might not have a large fan base, they have a loyal and caring one. This is rather common with non-revenue 
generating collegiate sports.  
 
The objective of this study is to examine the barriers and challenges associated with marketing a non-revenue 
generating sport when the team finished in the lower half of a NCAA Division I Power Five conference. 
Specifically, this study focuses on understanding the fan awareness of the men’s tennis team at university X, an 
NCAA Division I Power Five university. According to the university’s head men’s tennis coach, who has a 
marketing background, awareness is unacceptably low for men’s tennis (personal communication, February 12, 
2018). University X’s sport marketing department typically uses high profile sports like football and basketball to 
promote other sports (a.k.a., cross promotions). The men’s tennis team is not mentioned at all, even if they are the 
only team with an event the next day (personal communications, February 12, 2018). Athletic revenues are 
increasing every year, allowing athletic departments to spend more money and keep up with other programs 
(Chudacoff, 2015). According to the head coach specified above, the men’s tennis team had expended their entire 
marketing budget very early in the season, before conference play started (personal communications, February 12, 
2018). The tennis team began to use its operations budget to attempt to raise awareness in the community. This is a 
major concern for the tennis program. How is the team expected to raise awareness and successfully compete for 
fan attendance with an inadequate marketing budget?  
 
After receiving IRB approval, the primary researcher will travel to University X and spend two weeks at the 
university. A case study approach will be utilized in order to promote a variety of sources including, but not limited 
to, direct observations and interviews. Interviews will be held with university X’s tennis coaches, tennis booster club 
members, and members of the university’s student body.  
 
The Planned Behavior Theory, one of the most cited models for prediction of human social behavior (Ajzen, 2011), 
has been used to predict behavior in diverse fields including exercise, leisure, and marketing (Cunningham & Kwon, 
2003). This theory was used to frame the main research questions, as well as informal semi-structured interview 
questions for this study. The Planned Behavior Theory uses attitudes, subjective norms, and perceived behavioral 
control to predict the intention to participate in an activity (Choi, 2016; Cunningham & Kwon, 2003). Attitude can 
be defined as the extent to which a person views a behavior as favorable or not. Subjective norm describes the social 
expectations a person has from others to engage or not in a given activity (Cunningham & Kwon, 2003). Perceived 
behavioral control is how a person might perceive the level of difficulty in performing a behavior (Choi, 2016; 
Cunningham & Kwon, 2003).  
 
Three major research questions in this case study were designed with specific consideration of spectator attitudes, 
subjective norms, and perceived behavioral control. The first question examines the barriers and challenges to 
increase fan awareness for men’s tennis matches at university X. Without effective awareness, it can be hypothesized 
a spectator would have a low level of behavioral control. If one does not know an event is happening, it would be 
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near impossible to know to show up for the event. The second question explores what barriers and challenges exist 
to effectively market a men’s tennis program at university X. This question requires marketers to understand what a 
spectator’s social expectations would be to come to an event. The third question investigates the challenges for a 
men’s tennis team at university X to emotionally connect to fans and create team or brand loyalty. The third 
question pertains to attitude, and the goal of this question is to understand what behaviors of the team potential fans 
would find favorable, in order for the team to emotionally connect to fans.  
 
When conducting this study, it is important to explore fan perception of men’s tennis awareness. Basic information 
about boosters and students such as age, gender, ethnicity, socioeconomic status, and family life cycle can be used to 
explore the demographic identity of a potential men’s tennis fan. It should be noted that the assumptions of the first 
two research questions were made using personal experience in the field by one of the authors, as well as input from 
an expert in the field. Personal experience working with a collegiate men’s tennis team at a like university showed a 
lack of awareness, as well as marketing tactics and promotions that did not result in an increase in fan attendance. It 
is a goal of the researchers that this study will be able to provide a basis for building fan awareness marketing 
strategies for university X tennis and to allow other non-revenue generating collegiate sport programs seeking to 
raise awareness to complete similar data analysis to determine barriers and challenges that exist in effective 
marketing for their program.   
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